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Objectives
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1. Understand and identify at least two reasons why being 
able to accurately read a food label is important for 
staying healthy.

2. List the three important components of a food label that 
help when trying to choose/purchase a food product.  

3. Learn the six steps in how to read a food label.

4. Understand how to use the percent daily value and the 
“5/20 Rule”.

5. Identify products made mostly with whole grains, sources 
of synthetic trans fats and added sugars from the 
ingredients label. 



Why Read the Food Label? 

• A food label on a food package 
contains three key components: 

– Nutritional value

– Ingredients list

– Nutrition claims

• Food labels help people to: 

– improve their eating habits;

– be more informed about the 
nutrients the food product(s) 
have before they choose and 
purchase or consume the item.

Photo source: http://www.fda.gov/downloads/Food/GuidanceRegulation/UCM265446.pdf, http://www.foodlve.com/video.php?url=foodlabels-nutrientcontentclaims-MonkeySee, 
http://www.timigustafson.com/2009/food-label-literacy-page-two/
Are You Able to Read the Label;: A Consumer’s Guide to Navigating Food Labels. Food and Drug Safety Program. 
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Why Read the Food Label? (Continued)

Food labels also…

• Provide information on 
important nutrients such as 
sodium, cholesterol, fiber, 
saturated fat and other nutrients 
of major health concern.

• Contain information on food 
allergens.

• Helps you understand not just 
the grams and percentages of 
the nutrients in the product but 
what is in your food. 

Photo source: https://iquitsugar.com/guide-for-reading-us-food-labels/ 3



Ingredients List 

Are You Able to Read the Label;: A Consumer’s Guide to Navigating Food Labels. Food and Drug Safety Program. 
Photo source: http://ashleyharperevans.com/2013/12/17/food-label/, 
http://school.discoveryeducation.com/clipart/clip/scale.html
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A list of ingredients on a food 
label will tell you what is in 
the food. The ingredients on 
the list appear in descending 
order by weight. 



Nutrition Claims: “Free”

• Definition: < 0.5 g or < 5 calories of the 
nutrient per serving

• These nutrients may be used with the 
term “free”:
– Fat
– Saturated fat
– Cholesterol
– Sodium
– Sugars 
– Calories

• Other terms used: Without, no, zero, 
skim (for fat-free milk)

5Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. The ins and outs of health claims on food labels. http://www.eatright.org/Public/content.aspx?id=10936 Reviewed November 2012. Accessed 12/8/14, American 
Cancer Society. Understanding food terms. http://www.cancer.org/healthy/eathealthygetactive/takecontrolofyourweight/understanding-food-labels. Updated 3/31/14. Accessed 12/8/14.
Photo source: http://5-2veg.tumblr.com/



Nutrition Claims: “Low”

• Meaning: You can eat this food often and you will 
not exceed the recommended amount of that 
nutrient. 

• Nutrients that may be used with the term “low”:
– Fat < 3g 
– Saturated fat < 1g*
– Cholesterol < 20mg and < 2g sat fat
– Sodium <140 mg
– Very low sodium < 35 mg
– Calories < 40 calories 

• Other terms used: Little, few, low source of, 
contains a small amount of. 

*with not more than 15% of calories from sat fat

6Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. The ins and outs of health claims on food labels. http://www.eatright.org/Public/content.aspx?id=10936 Reviewed November 2012. Accessed 12/8/14, American 
Cancer Society. Understanding food terms. http://www.cancer.org/healthy/eathealthygetactive/takecontrolofyourweight/understanding-food-labels. Updated 3/31/14. Accessed 12/8/14.
Photo source: http://naturopathichealthandfitness.com/2013/08/12/myth-buster-is-saturated-fat-unhealthy/



Nutrition Claims: “Good source”

• Definition: Contains 10%-19% of the 
DV for a certain nutrient per serving. 

• These nutrients may be used with the 
term “good source”:

– Calcium

– Fiber

– Vitamins (e.g. A, C, D)

– Iron

• Other terms used: More, enriched, 
fortified, extra, plus, or added.
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Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. The ins and outs of health claims on food labels. http://www.eatright.org/Public/content.aspx?id=10936 Reviewed November 2012. Accessed 12/8/14, American 
Cancer Society. Understanding food terms. http://www.cancer.org/healthy/eathealthygetactive/takecontrolofyourweight/understanding-food-labels. Updated 3/31/14. Accessed 12/8/14.
Photo source: http://www.sarahkoszyk.com/cereal-know-how-what-to-look-for-when-buying-cereals/



Nutrition Claims: “High”

• Definition: Can be used if food 
contains > 20% DV of a certain 
nutrient.

• Examples of nutrients that may be 
used with the term “high”:

– Calcium

– Fiber

• Other terms used: Rich in, excellent 
source of. 

8Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. The ins and outs of health claims on food labels. http://www.eatright.org/Public/content.aspx?id=10936 Reviewed November 2012. Accessed 12/8/14, American 
Cancer Society. Understanding food terms. http://www.cancer.org/healthy/eathealthygetactive/takecontrolofyourweight/understanding-food-labels. Updated 3/31/14. Accessed 12/8/14.
Photo source: http://www.thecorporateobserver.com/2013/03/21/food-labeling-the-next-big-consumer-protection-scandal/,



Nutrition Claims: “Reduced”

• Definition: Food item is at least less 
than 25% of specified nutrient or 
calories than the original product 
per serving. 

• Nutrients that may be used with the 
term “reduced”:

– Fat

– Salt

– Calories

• Note: This term may not be used if the 
original version already meets the “low” 
claim requirement. 

9Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. The ins and outs of health claims on food labels. http://www.eatright.org/Public/content.aspx?id=10936 Reviewed November 2012. Accessed 12/8/14, American 
Cancer Society. Understanding food terms. http://www.cancer.org/healthy/eathealthygetactive/takecontrolofyourweight/understanding-food-labels. Updated 3/31/14. Accessed 12/8/14.
Photo source: http://www.heinz.co.uk/en/Products/Tomato-Ketchup/Products/Heinz-Tomato-Ketchup-Reduced-Salt-and-Sugar



Nutrition Claims: “Less”

• Definition: Food item is at least less than 25% of specified nutrient 
or calories than another food. the original product per serving. 

• These nutrients that can be used with the term “reduced”:

– Fat

– Salt

– Calories

• On a label: less sodium/fat, 

25% less fat than…

• Other terms used: Fewer. 

10Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. The ins and outs of health claims on food labels. http://www.eatright.org/Public/content.aspx?id=10936 Reviewed November 2012. Accessed 12/8/14, American 
Cancer Society. Understanding food terms. http://www.cancer.org/healthy/eathealthygetactive/takecontrolofyourweight/understanding-food-labels. Updated 3/31/14. Accessed 12/8/14.
Photo source: http://www.seeds4thesoul.com/2014/07/26/july-26-2014-more-is-less-less-is-more/



Eat Healthy Be Active Community Workshop. Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
http://www.health.gov/dietaryguidelines/workshops/DGA_Workshops_Complete.pdf . Accessed November 26, 2014.   
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http://www.health.gov/dietaryguidelines/workshops/DGA_Workshops_Complete.pdf


Step 1. Serving Size 

• Definitions:

– Serving Size – a predetermined 
standardized amount of food 
item/product. 

– Serving Size on a Nutrition 
Facts label – information is 
based on what the average 
person eats at one time. 

U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services . Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2010. 7tth Edition, Washington, DC: 
U.S. Government Printing Office, December 2010. 12

In this example, 1 
serving of macaroni and 
cheese =  1 cup. 



How to Understand and Use the Nutrition Facts Label. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm. Updated November 2004. Accessed on December 2, 2014. 
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Single Serving %DV Two Servings %DV

Serving Size 1 cup (228g) 2 cups (456g)

Calories 250 500

Calories from Fat 110 220

Total Fat 12g 18% 24g 36%

Trans Fat 1.5g 3g

Saturated Fat 3g 15% 6g 30%

Cholesterol 30mg 10% 60mg 20%

Sodium 470mg 20% 940mg 40%

Total Carbohydrate 31g 10% 62g 20%

Dietary Fiber 0g 0% 0g 0%

Sugars 5g 10g

Protein 5g 10g

Vitamin A 4% 8%

Vitamin C 2% 4%

Calcium 20% 40%

Iron 4% 8%

http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm


Step 2: Check Calories

How to Understand and Use the Nutrition Facts Label. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm Updated November 2004. Accessed on December 2, 2014.
Photo source: http://www.dannywallispt.com/category/hints-tips/
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General Guideline to Calories*

40 calories is low

100 calories is moderate

400 calories is high

*Based on a 2,000 calorie diet



Step 3: Limit These Nutrients

How to Understand and Use the Nutrition Facts Label. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm. Updated November 2004. Accessed on December 2, 2014.
Photo source: http://pumpingmarvellous.com/tag/heart-health/
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A diet high in saturated fat, 
trans fat, sodium and 
cholesterol increases your risk 
for heart disease, diabetes 
and high blood pressure.  

The goal is to stay below 100% 
of the Daily Value for each of 
these nutrients daily.



Step 4: Get Enough of These Nutrients 

The Basics of the Nutrition Facts Panel. Academy of Nutrition and  Dietetics. http://www.eatright.org/Public/content.aspx?id=10935.  Reviewed on January 
2013. Accessed on December 2, 2014. Photo source: http://www.earthdoctor.com/vitamin-cs-role-in-immune-and-connective-tissue-health-497/ 16

Eating adequate amounts of 
these nutrients may help 
protect against certain chronic 
health conditions.



Step 5: Footnote 

How to Understand and Use the Nutrition Facts Label. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm. Updated November 2004. Accessed on December 2, 2014
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Another Look at the Footnote 

18

Nutrient DV %DV Goal

Total Fat 65 g = 100%DV Less than

Sat Fat 20g = 100%DV Less than

Cholesterol 300 mg = 100%DV Less than

Sodium 2400 mg = 100%DV Less than

Total Carbohydrate 300 g = 100%DV At least

Dietary Fiber 25 g = 100%DV At least

Based on a 2,000 Calorie Diet

How to Understand and Use the Nutrition Facts Label. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm. Updated November 2004. Accessed on December 2, 2014



Step 6: Quick Guide to % Daily Values 

How to Understand and Use the Nutrition Facts Label. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm. Updated November 2004. Accessed on December 
2, 2014 Photo source:http://townelaker.com/blog/announcing-the-daily-value/
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The % DV is based on 100% 
of the daily value for each 
nutrient.



Do I have to calculate the % DV?

The Nutrition Label.: Easy Ways to Use the Label for Healthy Eating. Food and Drug Administration, Dietary Guidelines 2005 Toolkit.  
Photo source: http://www.gat.brightlinkprep.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/calculator-01.jpg
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The % DV does the math for you!

Photo source: http://www.carlosdinares.com/carlos-dinares-rowing-well/ 21

http://vm.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/foodlab.html
http://vm.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/foodlab.html


Photo source: http://www.zujava.com/read-a-food-label-or-nutriton-facts-label 22



The Nutrition Label.: Easy Ways to Use the Label for Healthy Eating. Food and Drug Administration, Dietary Guidelines 2005 Toolkit.  23

5% DV or less is Low

20% DV or more is High

Limit these nutrients

Get enough of these 
nutrients



Nutrients Without % DV

• Trans Fat

• Sugars

• Protein 

24

How to Understand and Use the Nutrition Facts Label. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm. Updated November 2004. Accessed on December 2, 2014. 
Photo source:, http://www.bantransfats.com/



Trans Fats 

• FDA required food manufactures to 
list trans fat on food labels in 2006. 

• Foods and supplements with more 
than 0.5 g per serving are required to 
be listed on the label. 

• USDA Dietary 2010 Guidelines, 
“Americans should keep their intake 
of trans fatty acids as low as 
possible.” 

U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services . Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2010. 7tth Edition, Washington, 
DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, December 2010. 
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http://www.foodsafetynews.com/files/2013/11/0-Trans-Fat_406x250.jpg
http://www.foodsafetynews.com/files/2013/11/0-Trans-Fat_406x250.jpg


Trans Fats

• November 2013—FDA announced to 
ban trans fats from all food products. 
– 4,340 top-selling packaged foods 

were tested
– 84% labeled as zero grams trans fat 

but had trans fat in them

• CDC estimates ban on trans fats could 
prevent:
– Additional 7,000 deaths from heart 

disease
– 20,000 heart attacks annually

Barclay, E. When zero doesn’t mean zero: trans fats linger in food. http://www.npr.org/blogs/thesalt/2014/08/28/343971652/trans-
fats-linger-stubbornly-in-the-food-supply. Eating  and Health, NPR; August 28, 2014.Accessed: 12/8/14.
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Photo source: http://www.bantransfats.com/ 27



Trans Fats – Reading the Label 

The FDA Bans Trans Fats. Holistic Health  Counseling and Education. http://holistichealthcounselingandeducation.weebly.com/blog/the-fda-bans-
trans-fats.  Published December 10, 2013. Accessed on December 2, 2014. Photo source: http://www.benecol.org/trans-fat-vs-plant-stanol-
ester.html

28

Make sure you read the 
ingredients list for 
“partially hydrogenated” 
or “hydrogenated oils”



Added Sugars 

• Added Sugars – any sugar that is added to foods or 
beverages during processing or preparation

U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services . Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2010. 7tth Edition, Washington, DC: 
U.S. Government Printing Office, December 2010. 
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Added Sugars – Food Label Terms  

Sugar 101. American Heart Association. http://www.heart.org/HEARTORG/GettingHealthy/NutritionCenter/HealthyEating/Sugar-
101_UCM_306024_Article.jsp.  Updated November 19, 2014. Accessed December 2, 2014. 
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Sugar-Free – less than 0.5 g of sugar per serving

Reduced Sugar or Less Sugar – at least 25% less sugars per 
serving compared to a standard serving size of the 
traditional variety

No Added Sugars or Without Added Sugars – no sugars or 
sugar-containing ingredient such as juice or dry fruit is added 
during processing

Low Sugar – not defined or allowed to be written on food 
labels



Added Sugars – Reading the Label 
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Plain Yogurt Fruit Yogurt

How to Understand and Use the Nutrition Facts Label. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm. Updated November 2004. Accessed on December 2, 2014. 



Added Sugars – Reading the Label 
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Plain Yogurt

• Ingredients: cultured 
pasteurized grade A 
nonfat milk, whey 
protein concentrate, 
pectin.

Fruit Yogurt

• Ingredients: cultured 
grade A reduced fat 
milk, apples, high
fructose corn syrup, 
cinnamon, nutmeg, 
natural flavors, and 
pectin.

How to Understand and Use the Nutrition Facts Label. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm274593.htm Updated November 2004. Accessed on December 2, 2014. 



Added Sugars

Photo source: http://www.livescience.com/40838-excessive-added-sugar-clogs-americans-diets-infographic.html 33



Added Sugars

U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services . Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2010. 7tth Edition, 
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, December 2010. Photo source: http://www.livescience.com/40838-excessive-added-sugar-
clogs-americans-diets-infographic.html
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Added Sugar Limit Recommendations

World Health Organizaion. Draft guideline: sugars intake for adults and children. 
http://www.who.int/nutrition/sugars_public_consultation/en/ Accessed 12/10/14.
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• No more than 5-15% of your total 
daily calories from added sugar and 
solid fats. 

• Which is approximately 9 teaspoons.
• Max. 258 (13%) calories from solid 

fats and added sugars (SoFAS). 

USDA Dietary Guidance for Americans (DGA) 2010:



Added Sugar Limit Recommendations

World Health Organizaion. Draft guideline: sugars intake for adults and children. http://www.who.int/nutrition/sugars_public_consultation/en/ 
Accessed 12/10/14.  Photo source: http://www.joefino.com/Symbol_html/S07_American%20Heart.html
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American Heart Association (AHA): 

• Women: No more than 100 calories a 
day from added sugar. (6 teaspoons)

• Men: No more than 150 calories a day 
from added sugar. (9 teaspoons)



Added Sugar Limit Recommendations

World Health Organizaion. Draft guideline: sugars intake for adults and children. 
http://www.who.int/nutrition/sugars_public_consultation/en/ Accessed 12/10/14. Photo source: 
http://www.pedaids.org/blog/entry/frequently-asked-questions-the-new-world-health-organizations-hiv-aids-trea
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The World Health Organization (WHO): 
Added sugar intake should be less than 
10% of total calories per day. 

• 50 g for a 2,000 calorie/day diet
• 12.5 teaspoons



Other Food Label Claims 
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What About Grains?

Getting Your Child to Love Whole Grains. Skinny Chef. http://skinnychef.com/blog/whole-grains-for-kids Published December 5, 2013. 
Accessed on December 2, 2014. 
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Whole-Grains

U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services . Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2010. 7tth Edition, 
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, December 2010
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Whole Grains – Reading the Label 

Photo source: http://www.blendcentralmn.org/whole-grains-at-home/
U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services . Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2010. 7tth Edition, Washington, DC: U.S. Government 
Printing Office, December 2010 41

Whole-Grains should be 
listed as a first or second 
ingredient 



So what qualifies as a whole grain-rich food? 

According to the USDA Food and Nutrition Service (Schools):

• Foods must meet one of three requirements:
a. Contain at least 8 g of whole grain (fiber) per serving OR

• 2. Qualify for FDA whole grain health claim (51% whole grain 
by weight) OR

• 3. The phrase “whole grain” listed as the first ingredient by 
weight for grain-based products (e.g. breads, cereals)

• In essence, at least 50% of the grain must be whole grain.

Whole Grains Council. Existing standards for whole grains. http://wholegrainscouncil.org/whole-grains-101/existing-standards-for-whole-
grains. Accessed 12/8/14.
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Sodium – Reading the Front Label 

Sodium in Your Diet: Using the Nutrition Facts Label to Reduce Your Intake.  U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm315393.htmUpdated June 20, 2014. Accessed on December 2, 2014. 
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Sodium – Reading the Back Label 

Sodium in Your Diet: Using the Nutrition Facts Label to Reduce Your Intake.  U.S. Food and Drug Administration. 
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/LabelingNutrition/ucm315393.htmUpdated June 20, 2014. Accessed on December 
2, 2014 44



Photo and information source: 
http://www.foodnavigator-
usa.com/Regulation/FDA-s-proposed-
nutrition-label-changes-emphasize-
calories-serving-sizes
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Let’s check your understanding!

Photo source: http://workoutmommy.com/2008/05/29/have-you-read-your-food-labels-lately/ 46



Photo source: 47



Photo source: http://twelvewellness.com/common-but-deadly-toxic-ingredients-found-in-all-packaged-foods/ 48

What does the serving size on a 
Nutrition Facts label tell us? 

a) The amount contained in the 
package; 

b) Recommended serving size 
that’s normal/healthy;

c) A pre-determined serving size 
that’s based on what a typical 
person eats and/or what the 
manufacturer wanted it to be. 



Photo source: http://www.clker.com/clipart-26936.html 49

c) A pre-determined serving 
size that’s based on what a 
typical person eats and/or 
what the manufacturer 
wanted it to be



Photo source: http://twelvewellness.com/common-but-deadly-toxic-ingredients-found-in-all-packaged-foods/ 50

What is the “5/20 Rule”? 

a) The formula for the number of 
calories it takes to run 5 miles in 
20 minutes;

b) The body’s standard burn rate 
for fat consumed;

c) A method to tell if a food is low 
or high in a particular nutrient.



Photo source: http://www.clker.com/clipart-26936.html 51

c) A method to tell if a food is 
low or high in a particular 
nutrient.



Photo source: http://twelvewellness.com/common-but-deadly-toxic-ingredients-found-in-all-packaged-foods/ 52

What are the 3 things to 
remember when making healthy 
food choices? 



Photo source: http://www.clker.com/clipart-26936.html 53

Servings, calories and %DV 
(Daily Value)



Photo source: http://twelvewellness.com/common-but-deadly-toxic-ingredients-found-in-all-packaged-foods/ 54

What does “Excellent source of 
fiber” mean on a food label? 

a) That the product is made with 
100% whole grains;

b) There’s at least 19% DV worth 
of fiber in this product; 

c) Thit product contains 20% or 
more of the DV for fiber;

d) This term is not allowed to use 
on the food label.



Photo source: http://www.clker.com/clipart-26936.html 55

c) This product contains 20% 
or more of the DV for fiber;



A Special Thanks to Our Contributor 
Sahra Pak, MS, RD
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